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1. and highs hitting 380 kph, many observers called it the most powerful storm ever recorded. As people in the Philippines fended for their lives, I was writing a chapter on Japan's 'bubble economy' and 'lost decade', covering the stagnant years between 1990 and 2010. But the Pacific 'monster storm' changed my plans. I had seen enough. I had already decided to cover the tragic events of 11 March 2011, when Japan suffered the 'triple disaster' of a catastrophic mega-thrust earthquake and tsunami, and then a dangerous nuclear meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi plant. Watching Super Typhoon Haiyan throttle the Philippines made me realize that the symptoms of climate change, not tepid economic growth and disgruntled youth, or even international disputes over the Senkaku (Diaoyu) Islands, represented the most serious challenge facing East Asia. In the end, I scrapped the last chapter and drafted a new one that included a history of climate change, sea level rise, Pacific super storms, and natural disasters in the context of what many geologists have come to call the Anthropocene Epoch. It represents an important departure from the conventional manner of telling Japanese history -that is, it required fully embracing the idea that the physical islands called 'Japan' are geologically and historically unstable.
Of the Anthropocene Epoch, the Geological Society of London has stated, 'A case can be made for its consideration as a formal epoch in that, since the start of the Industrial Revolution, Earth has endured changes sufficient to leave a global stratigraphic signature distinct from that of the Holocene or of previous Pleistocene interglacial phases, encompassing novel biotic, sedimentary, and geochemical change.' Earth has indeed undergone 'novel' changes, ones whose occurrences coincide with the advent of the Industrial Revolution. The important difference between the changes driving the Anthropocene and the previous Holocene Epoch, however, is that the principal causes of those changes are no longer wind, erosion, volcanism, or other naturally occurring forces. Rather, human beings are causing these changes. Though the naturally occurring forces that etched Earth's surface were morally inert during the Holocene, moreover, basically valueless changes that just happened, there is an intent and design behind the forces of the Anthropocene. The Industrial Revolution, and all its assembled values, has served as the engine behind the bio-stratigraphic and litho-stratigraphic changes being carved onto our planet. If climate, elevation, and geographic location determined plant distribution during the Holocene, for example, as the famed Prussian scientist Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) famously observed, then our agricultural needs have determined it in the Anthropocene.
Therefore, rather than write a conventional national history, one that concludes with the economic, political, and foreign policy challenges facing Japan, I decided to conclude this book with the global threat of climate change. I came to believe that with the spectre of climate change looming so large on our collective planetary horizon, it would be equivalent to being in a state of denial to write a national history of a major industrial power, one that has contributed significantly to greenhouse gas emissions, without sustained attention to the short-and long-term environmental consequences of that country's industrial decision-making. Think of it this way: Japan industrialized at the end of the nineteenth century, meaning that it has enjoyed the fruits of an industrial society for about a century and a half. If we look ahead a century and a half, that same duration of time, Earth is projected by some to warm by as much as ten degrees or more, making much of it uninhabitable by contemporary standards. Suddenly, in the Anthropocene, geologic time has accelerated. Japan has significant coastal xvi Preface www.cambridge.org © in this web service Cambridge University Press Cambridge University Press 978-1-107-00418-4 -A Concise History of Japan Brett L. Walker Frontmatter More information development, with millions of people and trillions in investments scattered along its low-lying areas. In a century and a half, Japan will be a very different place than it is today, with much of those low-lying areas submerged or routinely flooded by storm surges and tsunami. Because of its roots in Fernand Braudel's (1902-85) context of the historical longue durée, one lesson of environmental history is that the physical stage on which our past unfolds is unstable and dynamic, just like the human societies it supports and sustains. But climate change threatens to amplify that transformative process several fold.
That being said, this book is not an environmental history per se. Rather, this book is what I imagine history should look like in the twenty-first century, as ice sheets and glaciers melt and sea levels and storm intensities rise. It is a history written in the Anthropocene. I offer serious consideration of Japanese political, social, and cultural changes because they represent the values that drive Japan's interaction with the world, including the rapid industrialization in the late nineteenth century. This book blends many different approaches to history -social, gender, cultural, environmental, political, and biographical -in an attempt to tell a more complete story that enables a better understanding of Japan's development. Even though Japan, and a handful of other industrialized nations, must claim the lion's share of greenhouse gas emissions and hence anthropogenic climate change, the burden of Earth's change will be shared globally, and by every species, even those traditionally viewed as without histories. Think of it this way: the moose of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, where I call home, have played virtually no role in Earth's climate change, but as their ecosystem warms and becomes uninhabitable by them -as declining moose numbers around Yellowstone suggest it already is -they will share in the dire consequences. The moral weight of assuming responsibility for these changes to Earth, maybe not for regional moose extinction but perhaps for relentless flooding in Indonesia, and coming to understand the challenges they pose to our children, should be included in our historical narratives, at least at the meta-level of national and global histories. Hence my decision to make environmental change a key part in Japan's story. 
